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SURVEY OF CURRENT BUSINESS

Felrruecy 1938

Development of Retail Sales Indexes

By Edward L. Lioyd, Ciief, Muarkel Datn Soctlon, Marksting I sesarchy and Serrice Divlalon

N 1923 the Burenu of Foreign and Domestic Com-

merce videriook the development of a comprehsn-
sive set of indexes to mensure the flow of retail sales,
The firat step in the Buranu’s program consisted of an
evaluation of existing detn to determine the extoent of
{he roverage, and to make plana for filling the geps in
o manner which would present #n adequate messure of
the total dow.

Initial Indexes Frepacad.

After caraful investigngion, it was decided &n covar
firat the chain-store and mall-order field, the sales of
new passenper automobiles, and later to endesvor o
cover the reat of the merchandias field throuwgh reports
from independent stores,  In view of the magnitude of
the latter task, it wos decided to do this on 2 State
basis, atilising the focilities of cooperating locnl ngen-
cies wherever possible.

Toward the close of 1933, the collaction of sules
figures from ¢hoin grocery stores, limited-price variaty
stores, apd from the automobile manafacturers was
inavpurated. The fist monthly relenses showing the
paercentege change in the dollar volume of soles of
chein grocery, veriety stores, and new passenger auto.
mobiles were issued in Septamber 1983, In Februarcy
1934 fizurss were made public on the doliar volume of

sales of general merchandiss in rural arens, bnsed on
reporta from cooperating mail-order ccticerns and a
leading chain organization with stores located prin.
cipally in rorel vegions. ‘The following Fuly the firat
monthly releana on rural salea, distributed by regions,
wng mads.

Of the nbove-named scries, those ralating to varieiy
stoles, new passenger sutomobiles, end roral snles of
general merchandies hove besn placed on an index
bosis with the 1920-31 monthly average sa o base.
Comparable monthly datn, with and withouwt adjust-
ment for sensonal varistion, were computed baek to
January 1928. Detailed descriptions of each of these
series may be found in the order named in the March,
April, and December 1924 issuce of the Burvey of Cur-
rent Business. Curnrent figures nre presonted in the
regular monthly izsues of the suxvey.

Regular monthly reports of the relative changes fin
chain grocery-store sales ond rural salea of genernl mer-
chandise, by regions, have been issued, but since it was
not poseible to secure aufficient historical dats for use
in constructing ndexss, the prepatation of the dotn in
such forin wns delayed. Sufficient data bave been
asccumnlated so thet the work of computivg index
numbers is now in progress.

INDEX NUMBERS (MONTHLY AVERAGE 1929-1531=100)
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Coverags of Exiating Indexer.

This initial stert, together with the deprriment-store
snles index computed by the Board of Governors of the

Federal Reserve System, gave 2 coverage of about 30

percent of the retsil store groups comprising shout
two-thirds of the total volume of retail sales in 1933.
However, in some of these groups the coverage waa far
from ndequate, The accomponying tnble presents
certain date abstracted from the Census of American
Businese of 1933, together with significant ratios which
will aid in interprating the monthly data now available.

The chain-grocery sample covers about 70 perceat
of the total choin-procery salea and hencs is probabiy
representotive of this clees. Such stores, howaver,
handle only 44 percent of the total sales through gro-
cery pad cotnbination grocery-snd-rmoat stores, aad
only nbout ene-third of the totad sales in the Toed group.

The rurnl gepsral-merchendise, departmeat-store,
and variety-store sales afford o representative coverape
of the general-merchandise group which in 1933 com-
prised 15 percent of the total retail sales. The sutp-
mobile index, which differs from &1l the others in that
it represenis n complete covernge of new passenger-car
sales, rether than a snmple, 8 naturslly indicative of
the trend of such snles, While the index may pive
gome indiention of tha peneral trend in the remainder
of this proup, the chanpes in the sales of accessory
denlers, filling stations, and gornges are not necessarily
the saine ne for now passongor-enr sales. A sisnbla,
but as yet nomensured, factor in this field iz that of
vsed-cer accumulation ond enles, In F933, sales of
motor-vehicle denlars representad 48 percent of the
total sales of the automotive group. New possenger
vehiclas necounted for about holf of the totol volume
of sales of motor-vehicle desiers.

The index of sales of limited=prics variety stores rap-
resents A comprehensive covernge of this field, sincaover
90 percent of the volinme is sold chrouph chain orgonizs-
tione, The Bureay’s index iz based upon conipoarative
snlga figurss furnished by companiss pparating more
than 75 percent of the total chain unifs, and necount-
ing for more than 85 nereent of the volume of sales.

‘The rurnl retail salas data are hased upon sales of a
large choin orgenizaéion operating in smell towne and
rural arens, and on snles by mail only of thres Inrge
mail-order houses. Thesa figwres represend a brond
zonge of poods sold i such areas, with the major ex-
coption of grocetjes. The Bureau's sample covers
about 20 percant of the total estimated salea of the type
covered, ‘The dapartmeni-siore sales index of the
Federal Reserve System covers more then half of the
total snles through these stores.

Additioaal Chaln-5tore Data Now Callecesd.

‘While ths index series now available and the raports
showing percentage changes for other groups of r¢-
{adlera are of conaiderabls valué, mush remains to be
accomplished before 5 comprehensive index of retail
sales can be established. Neverthelees, the data
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described in the foregoing cover not oply the mgst
bnporfani lines of trada it are the sources from which

-informuntion may be gathered promptly each monéh.

They permit the covernge of a lorge sample of the
trads with o minimum aumber of reporiers. Recog-
nizing that the trends in other lines of trade may be
quite different, the Burenu iz supplementing these
established reports by datn gethered from (1) other
chain orgsnizations ood (2) o representative cross
section of independent stores in & number of leading
Btates. ,

Supplementary reports on the chain-store fiald were
issued for the firat time in the latter part of 1935. The
first was made public in October and gave the percont-
age changes in =oles of chain drug siores for August
1835 in comparison with the preceding month aod the
sama month of 1834, This series, in addition to pre-
senting the total net sales, provides compnrative data
on tobacco snles, Jountain sales, and ail other sales.
The prosent coverage of the sample iz eboud 54 percent
of oll units. An noourats ssiimate as %o the dollar
volume coverngs eannot bo made at this time.

In October 1935, preliminsry Heures showing the
por¢entage change in chain shoe-store sales in August
as compared with August 10834 and with July 1935
were sshl £o coopernting firms. This sample 12 to be
built vg gradually sad will eventually cover n large
parconiboge of the shoss eold through chain stores.
The sules figures show separaiely men’z wormnen's, and
children’s shoes sold in varicus price ranges. At the
present tizpe the sample covers samething over 50 per-
aent of oll shoe chain units which are operated in the
United States. An analysiz of the figures indicates
that thesa siores hendle n similay percentage of the
total vofume of sales. Dato are alse baing collected
on sales of men's weur by chain stores, but, ag in the
case of shoes, the sample has not yet been built up
to o size which will permit the issuance of a report.
Work on cther ehain-store series is also under way.

Hinta Reportd Fill Important Gap.

The indepeadent atora prasented & major probism in
rounding out the snmpie data. In view of tha mapni-
tuda of the task it was daferred umtil such time ns
cthar more rendily obininable material had bean
secured wnd, where possible, put in index numbaer
form. An oxception was the veport on retail salas,
by kinds of business, for the Stata of Masanchusatts,
which has been msued by the Buareau sincs early in
1934, 'This report wns initinted by the Federnl
EResarve Bank of Boston in copperntion with the Murs-
sachuzatis State Recovery Board, but early in 1934
the Burenu of Foreign and Domestic Commeres took
over the taels of cooperating with the Federal Reserve
Bunk of Boston in compiling this report. It currently
covers sales of over 900 stores, distributed inaccordance
with tha group elnsaifications of the Censua of Ameri-
con Business, 1933,
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The Mopssachusetts figures were followed very
closely as a tent ic see what mighi be underteker in
other arens, The first step in initinting 2 nationnl
program similar to that conducted in Massachusetts
for reporting sates of indepandent stores wos to secors
o basic list of firms. The original liat of firms to be
contacted was based upon reports to the Census of
American Busimess in 1933, Some 110,000 firms
throughout the Unitod States were selested. The
gelectivn in each line waa mode for the purposs of
saenring the grentest volume of trade {from the smalleat
nuember of Brms.  This program embraced the solisi-
tation of stores with sales nbove o specific volume, the
gize of the latéer voarying. according to the kind of
business and location,

Of thia Het, mors than 10,000 wers in the States of
Ilingis, Indinnn, and Wisconsin, The firms in $hess
States wers approached by mail from the Chicago
distriot office of the Bureau, which haz to date receivad
about 3,000 ngreements to cooparate.

The firet releases covering the States of Illineis,
Indizna, and Wisconsgin were isaued in Ssptember 1935
wnd covered sales for the month of Auguas, Tha
initial roports covered 1,250 stores and this was in-
craased {0 more fhan 1,300 in the December report.

Bubsequently, in cooparation with the Burean of
Business Research, University of Texas, the program
wag sxpanded to include the States of Texes, Oldo-
homa, and New Mexico. The first ralense on thess
States zovered the month of Oetober 1935,

The State reports are designed to present tha anles
trends for the 21 most important kinds of independant
retail business., Thase wore aelented on the bosis of
their importancein relation to the total volume of retail
goles, or ns o reflaction of specific types of expenditures.

The Stats raports on retnil sales, in addition to
chowing percentege chounges for the eurrent month
ovar tha preceding month and the corresponding month
& yonr ago, alsa chow the totnl dollar sales of reporting
firma for each of these periods and the pumber of Srma
chowing an inerense, decrenss, or less than | percent
chonge,

Eventually, it is hoped thné these series may be
extended to cover ell States. At present, an saifort is
being made to build up a representative sample of
reporting storea in the Stntea of Colorade nnd Wyo-
ming in cooperation with the Burenu of Business and
Socin]l Research of the University of Deover. A
gimilor plan is being worked cut in cooperation with
Ohin State University to institate tha program in the
Stats of Ohio.

Thus, the completion of this program would mean
that ths Stata reports, plus the chnin-store raports
and the data of the Board of Governors of the Faderal
Reserve System, would provide a comprehensive
coverage of the retoil-sales ficld, both ns to type of
enles and nlso a3 to peoprophic distribution of sales,

Febroary 1935

Theze reporis will all be on a dollar bosis, and so will
oot necessarily reflect the changes in the physical
volume of goods zold through retail storeas. Nevertha-
less, the koowledge nffoxded comcerning the move-
ments of the dollar valne of sples pod the distribution
by types of stores should be of zreat sigeificcuce.

The cooperation of reporting orzawizations, and
others aiding in the gathering of basic data, which
has made possible tha progress achioved to date is
gratefully acknowledged by the Bureaw, The same
kind of cooperation {rom the remainder of the retail
fiald will focilitate the completion of the tesk with
kenefit o porticipoling sgenoies, as well 2s to all those
whe are intsrested in economic analysis.

Becall Sales 193530 Conny of Anmatican Brsines
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